The application of the World Wide Web as a medium for commerce is something of an anomaly. Both limitless in potential and relatively untapped as a resource, it has proved to be an international communication and information revolution. However, in most instances site proprietors have been unable to introduce consistently profitable Internet strategies, or to identify other possibilities for competitive advantage. Considered in the context of one of the few empirically derived estimates for revenues from sport-related web sites in 2005-US$6.27 billion for advertising, US$5.8 billion for online sport merchandise, and US$2.9 billion for online ticket sales (Church, 2000) -such an anomaly highlights an execution gap.
Questions raised by the findings of Caskey and Delpy (1999) help to contextualise this problem for the sport industry. Having found that nearly all US sport organisations surveyed perceived that their sport sites were capable of making money, Caskey and Delpyʼs research showed that fewer than half the sport sites were actually making money. In addition, one-third of organisations were spending nothing on promoting their web sites. These strategies did not match the organisationsʼ stated goals. Caskey and Delpy (1999) asked respondents from US organisations participating in professional league-based sports to rank their site goals, with the same question asked of Australian respondents in this study. The results, shown in Table 1 , provide the context for this paper, and, given the remarkable similarity between Australian and US goals, accord some generalisability for elements of this studyʼs results to US sport organisations. It is important, however, to note some differences in the data sources for these results. The US data were presented in 1998, and came from a total of 16 organisations. It is also worth noting the total of the Australian organisations equals 99% due to the rounding mechanisms of the spreadsheet. To offer timely, useful information 31% 33%
To extend an existing brand 22% 25%
To generate revenue 19% 19%
To promote other media endeavours 19% 19%
Other 8% 4%
Source: US Data. Caskey, J. (1998). p. 59 Understanding the web site goals of the respondents provides a benchmark against which the responses to this studyʼs questions can be considered. Table 1 thus provides an insight into some of the results considered later. In short, understanding the ranking of site goals by organisations serves to frame the objectives against which their web strategies are formulated and success is measured. According to Caskey and Delpy (1999) , the results also raise some important questions including why, if the Internet can generate revenue, are web sites and e-commerce not being developed and marketed as revenue-generating tools? Generic difficulties such as an initial reluctance from consumers to develop ongoing Internet purchasing patterns, and the fluctuating perception of the Internet among business leaders, have also contributed to the dilemma. This has been shown in the broader problem of identifying specific Internet strategies and applications for the realisation of maximum competitive advantage.
While the limited evidence implies that US sport organisations are not making the most of Internet competitive advantage opportunities, the Australian sporting experience is more nebulous. The path for Australian sport organisations to achieve competitive advantage via the Internet requires clarification, and constitutes the gap addressed by this study. Specifically, the research problems addressed in this paper are the clarification of issues surrounding e-commerce, the investigation of leading online strategies, and an examination of the position of the Australian sporting industry in the digital age. It is valuable for a number of reasons. Firstly, if professional sport organisations are approaching Internet commerce in either an ad hoc or inconsistent fashion, a restructuring of organisational strategy may assist in capturing a larger percentage of the Internet revenue "pie". Secondly, by identifying and comparing the Internet strategies and applications of clubs within Australiaʼs four premier sporting leagues, both with each other and with theoretical "best practice" emerging from the literature, an opportunity to gauge their global position and plan for the future is created. Following an outline of the paperʼs theoretical framework, the critical and relevant themes outlined in both the empirical and conceptual literatures are reviewed. The paper then documents the results of this study, and finally presents recommendations for bridging the "opportunity" gap that is subsequently clear.
Theoretical Framework
This paper is based on a wider study that used Sethi and Kingʼs (1994) "Competitive Advantage Provided by an Information Technology Application" (CAPITA) as its theoretical framework. Although research into IT (information technology) evaluation measures is growing, the need to assess the strategic role of technology and its impact on competitive advantage is a new requirement emerging from the literature (King, Grover, & Hufnagel, 1986; Sethi & King, 1994) . The work of Sethi and King (1994) has been pivotal in building this field, with the authors identifying the importance of this research to senior management who face increasing scrutiny in all investment areas. Sethi and King (1994) built on their earlier (1991) work to identify seven dimensions of the CAPITA construct, as described below:
CAPITA Construct
Primary activity efficiency. This consists of the effect of the IT application on the cost of the following: inbound logistics (receiving, storing and disseminating inputs to the product), operations (transforming inputs into the final product), outbound logistics (collecting, storing and distributing the final product to customers), and service (enhancing or maintaining product value).
Support activity efficiency. This relates to the impact of the IT application on the cost of the following: human resource management (recruiting, hiring, development and compensation of personnel), firm infrastructure (general management, planning, finance, accounting, legal, government affairs, and quality management), and coordination of different activities.
Resource management functionality. This dimension measures how well the IT application assists its primary users in meeting the following needs related to a resource: monitor utilisation, upgrade, transfer or dispose, and account for. This dimension is a measure of the extent to which the IT application leverages postacquisition activities for Competitive Advantage (CA).
Resource acquisition functionality. This measures the IT applicationʼs impact on the acquisition phase of the resource life cycle. Specifically, this dimension measures the impact of the IT application on usersʼ ability to order a resource, acquire it, and verify its acceptability.
Threat. This is the impact of the IT application on the following six items: (1) the firmʼs ability to evaluate and choose from alternative suppliers (supplier selection); (2) its switching costs; (3) its ability to threaten vertical integration (both forward and backward); (4) its ability to evaluate and choose alternate customers (customer selection); (5) customersʼ cost of locating alternative suppliers; (6) customersʼ switching costs.
Preemptiveness. This consists of four items: the extent to which the IT application provides unique access to channels (brokers, distributors, and retailers), forces competitors to adopt less favourable market postures, influences the development of industry standards and practices, and offers barriers against imitation such as patents, copyrights and trade secrets.
Synergy. This represents a function of the applicationʼs alignment with the firmʼs business strategy, marketing policies and practices, its ability to continuously innovate and enhance the application, technical expertise, and top management support for the application.
Describing CAPITA as "the basis of a preliminary multidimensional measure or index of CA" (p. 1616), Sethi and King (1994) identify the benefits of such a tool as its ability to obtain organisational profiles along the seven dimensions that would be useful to practitioners for "demonstrating, or at least elucidating the benefits of an existing IT" (p. 1617). They further illuminate the strategic role of IT, the diverse measures of CA, and the benefits of organisational dimensional profiles, stating in regards to these profile assessments:
Such assessments are currently based on "gut feeling", unrealistic assumptions regarding the applicationʼs contribution to the companyʼs bottom line, or a disregard for benefits such as reduced overhead, higher switching costs and other benefits to entry, and increased product differentiation. (p. 1617) As discussed in the Method section, the 29 measures of CAPITA provided by Sethi and King (1994) are contained in questions 1, 2 and 3 of this paper. In addition, a further three questions that assess the impact of organisational web sites on sales, profits and overall competitive advantage, are also taken from Sethi and King (1994) . The CAPITA concept forms the heart of this paperʼs theoretical underpinnings. Also central to the paperʼs framework is a review of literature in the search for theoretical "best practice".
Theoretical Best Practice
With sport boasting many of the most popular and well-trafficked web sites (Caskey & Delpy, 1999) , and with similar demographics between web users and sports fans (Delpy & Bosetti, 1998) , the sporting industry appears to have an excellent platform from which to use the Internet to achieve competitive advantage. Sport enthusiasts also possess many of the key attributes associated with the development of online communities, a key aspect of online success discussed later in this section. Further, although it is occurring at a slower rate than was anticipated by some experts in the 1990s, there is evidence of a growing convergence between the multi-billion dollar television industry (in which sport is a major player) and the Internet, in the form of Netcasting (Sacharow, 1997; Turner, 1999) .
The inherent advantages sport possesses in e-commerce, however, need to be considered within the context of the literature. To date, congruence has emerged within the literature with regard to seven key Internet strategy themes: leadership, managersʼ perceptions of online commerce, IT assimilation theory, Internet vision statements, project teams, partnerships and alliances, and online communities. This section of the paper subsequently discusses competitive advantage recommendations according to these seven themes.
Prominent Internet Literature Themes
Leadership. In the "digital estate" leadership is considered essential by online strategy authors (El Sawy, Malhotra, Gosain, & Young, 1999; Judson & Kelly, 1999; Khandpur & Wevers, 1998; Rosen, 2000; Tapscott, 1996; Ware, Gebauer, Hartman, & Roldan, 1998) . Judson and Kelly (1999) , for example, view Internet strategy as online "battle plans", stating "first and foremost, top leadership must be supportive of the initiative. If a companyʼs leader doesnʼt stand firmly behind the effort, then talented people will shy away from participating and budgets will inevitably be too slim" (p. 163).
Managementʼs perception. The perception that management has of ecommerce also impacts on Internet strategy, and is linked to leadership in that the exploration of the Internet as a tool for competitive advantage is unlikely to emanate from a leader lacking conviction. While statistics have been provided supporting the supposition that the Internet is both fledgling and uniquely capable of exponential growth (Church, 2000) , contrasting views have been expressed concerning the impact that electronic commerce will have on business and the wider community (Roepke, Agarwal, & Ferratt, 2000) . Leaders and managers in sport organisations, like all businesses, may vary in their attitudes to Internet commerce and its ability to produce tangible results. According to Roepke et al. (2000) "although IT leaders might recognize and value the competitive potential of IT, such a sentiment is not necessarily widely shared by business leaders" (p. 329). There is a perception that many organisations initially adopted a Web presence out of fear that they might be left behind, or as a fashion statement (Bell & Tang, 1998; Commonwealth of Australia, 1997 , 1999a , 1999b Martin, 1997) . In contrast, Bullis (1999) identifies growing concern that companies are not jumping on the Internet bandwagon, stating that "firms are leery of the Net because they have encountered (or more likely, have heard about others encountering) disappointing results from their Web pages" (p. 140).
IT assimilation. A further tenet of the cyber strategy literature is the ability of organisations to assimilate IT with their entire business. This principle is considered the core component of IT strategy in contemporary organisations (Armstrong & Sambamurthy, 1999; DeLone & McLean, 1992; Jarvenpaa & Ives, 1991; Mahmood & Soon, 1991; Sethi & King, 1994) and encompasses the strategic application of Internet-based applications through the gamut of their operations, and the attainment of previously unrealised synergies. Armstrong and Sambamurthy (1999) describe the theory as follows:
IT assimilation refers to the success achieved by firms in utilizing the capabilities of IT to enhance their business performance. Not only does it refer to the extent to which IT has been infused into specific business activities, but also how effectively IT is enabling the conduct of those activities relative to rivals. (p. 305) The concept of assimilating IT across a businessʼs entire operations is linked to four further themes: Internet vision statements, Internet project teams, partnerships and alliances, and online communities.
Internet vision statements and project teams. The power of the Internet as a tool for increasing competitive advantage has seen a number of authors conclude that it warrants both independent strategic documentation and a specific project team (Bickerton, Bickerton, & Simpson-Holley, 1998; Hasan & Tibbits, 2000; Hsiao & Ormerod, 1998; Rosen, 2000; Standing, 2000; Ware et al., 1998) . These two practical recommendations for increasing competitive advantage in the digital estate serve to, among other things, focus organisational objectives within the specific Internet context, and facilitate the implementation of appropriate IT strategy. Ware et al. (1998) also highlight the importance of appointing a suitable team leader, and of providing appropriate levels of empowerment to the group. Hsiao and Ormerod (1998) succinctly expressed this feeling, noting that "new processes are often supported by empowered project teams organized around customers and facilitated by IT" (p. 26).
Partnerships and alliances. Long seen as a viable tactic in the wider corporate community, partnering and alliance strategies (Porter, 1985) are being increasingly suggested for online operations, particularly in the sport industry where the traditional concept of rivalry can be blurred. The use of strategic alliances both on and offline is an accepted strategy for business development undertaken by many organisations (Bishop, 1998; Hasan & Tibbits, 2000; Porter, 1985) .
Online communities. The concept of building online communities is another key source of competitive advantage. It is in this element of IT strategy that sport organisations possess an inherent advantage over other industries. The high involvement of sport consumers in the sport product is intrinsically suited to the development of online communities, and provides an ideal opportunity for sport organisations to leverage the strengths of the Internet. In addition, the existing offline membership base provides a ready starting point for online sport marketers in this endeavour. Digital communities are the Internet version of loyal audiences eagerly sought after by newspapers, trade publications, interest-based magazines, and television stations. The ability to hold an audience is crucial to success in these businesses. Product sales and advertising revenue are inexorably tied to consumer numbers and repeat purchase behaviour. The development of loyal communities has been identified as just as critical in developing successful Internet operations (Bickerton et al., 1998; Bishop, 1998; Commonwealth of Australia, 1997 , 1999a , 1999b El Sawy et al., 1999; Judson & Kelly, 1999; Martin, 1997; Standing, 2000) .
Collectively, these seven aspects of theory represent the established wisdom concerning the acquisition of competitive advantage through the use of the Internet. They have been embedded within the instrument used in this research and are revisited in the Discussion.
Method
Despite Australiaʼs considerable sporting achievements, the countryʼs relatively small population, combined with a vast array of organised sports and a formidable infrastructure, has resulted in a thin group of league-based professional sports that sustain fully professional athletes and generate significant media exposure. Only four Australian leagues operate under these conditions (Shilbury & Deane, 2001 ): the Australian Football League (AFL), the National Basketball League (NBL), the National Rugby League (NRL), and the National Soccer League (NSL). The 55 clubs that participate in these four leagues formed the current studyʼs delimited population. With ongoing issues regarding Internet control among leagues and teams in some of the sporting codes, and given that the initial population was limited to the pinnacle of Australian professional sport, the decision was made to include all 55 teams participating in the AFL, NBL NRL and NSL.
According to Speed (1999) , the validity of a sample is established by the relationship between sample and population. Given that the entire population (55 teams across four leagues) was surveyed, on Speedʼs (1999) measure, the 87% response rate (N = 48) would almost constitute a census, and established the robustness of the data. In addition, although the sample size poses technical limitations for some data analysis techniques, the descriptive statistics appropriate for this paperʼs research problem do not carry the same limitations. Respondents were evenly spread across leagues ensuring generalisability, with all results displayed by league, rather than by club.
The results presented here were part of a larger research project that used a 26-question telephone survey for data collection, with 11 of those questions relevant to this paper. The 11 questions reviewed here came from two sources. Firstly, questions 1-6 came from the instrument designed by Sethi and King (1994) . It is important to note that questions 1, 2 and 3 comprised a series of sub-questions, with the results of the three "series" of questions presented and analysed separately. The "question 1 series" of questions (i.e., 1.1-1.9) relate to "Features of the web site". The "question 2 series" (2.1-2.13) cover the "Impact of the Internet on the organisation", and the "question 3 series" (3.1-3.7) relate to the "Impact of the web site on users". Questions 4, 5 and 6 investigated the impact of the organisationʼs web site on sales growth, profits and overall competitive advantage. Secondly, questions 7-11 were designed by this paperʼs authors to investigate issues relating to various aspects of the literature reviewed earlier. Specifically, these five questions examine organisational use of online partnership and alliances, vision statements and project teams, and online community-building. Table 2 displays the 11 questions reviewed in this paper, their structure and source. Table 4 ) Likert Scale Sethi & King (1994) 2 Question 2 series: 2.1-2.13 (see Table 5 ) Likert Scale Sethi & King (1994) 3 Question 3 series: 3.1-3.7 (see Table 5 ) Likert Scale Sethi & King (1994) 4 What has been the impact of the web site on your organisationʼs sales growth rate (e.g., memberships, merchandise, ticket sales)?
Likert Scale Sethi & King (1994) 5 What has been the impact of the web site on your organisationʼs profits?
Likert Scale Sethi & King (1994) 6 Overall the competitive advantage or success of the web site has been?
Likert Scale Sethi & King (1994) A telephone survey was deemed to be the most effective way of conducting the surveys as this method has been shown to improve response rates, personalise the research and provide the opportunity to address any queries directly (Hussey & Hussey, 1997) . The entire survey was customised for the Australian sport context through minor changes to the original wording and the incorporation of specific sport examples, which could be easily understood by respondents. Each of the six questions taken from Sethi and King (1994) provided for a response along a 7-point Likert scale anchored at the ends either with the terms "Strongly disagree" and "Strongly agree" or with "Greatly increased" and "Greatly decreased". The same Likert scales and descriptions were used in this research in order to duplicate Sethi and Kingʼs work.
A pre-test of an initial survey was conducted using an expert panel to finalise the study instrument. The panel comprised sport management academics, statisticians and representatives from the leagues involved. Each panel member was asked to review and complete the survey, and was subsequently interviewed in order to identify any difficulties or ambiguities experienced. The instrument was revised in light of the recommendations solicited.
Data Collection
To ascertain the most appropriate individual to complete the survey within each organisation, an initial telephone contact was made with each club. As with the Sethi and King (1994) data collection procedure, target respondents were "top information systems executives" (p. 1608). In this case, respondents typically held positions such as "Communication Manager" within their sporting club. All respondents held managerial positions and had access to organisational strategy developments. Table 3 presents the mean scores for the respondentsʼ experiences, as well as the modal job titles, gross revenues and number of organisational off-field employees. 
Results
Both the Results and Discussion sections of this paper are divided into the seven thematic areas previously outlined. Table 4 shows that there was little alignment between the web sites and both business strategy and marketing policies. For example, the total mean score of 5.00 for question 1.1, or "Somewhat agree", is, given the language of the scale, somewhat lacking in conviction. Likewise, the total mean score for question 1.2 (5.23) also falls most closely to "Somewhat agree", and therefore does not represent the definite alignment ideally sought.
Features of the Web Site

Impact of the Internet on the Organisation
Five questions (see Table 5 ) in this series (questions 2.9-2.13) were reverse scored due to a change in the line of questioning. Many of the mean response totals for all 13 questions fell close to the "No change" response, indicating that the organisations felt that many of these particular Internet applications had never had a great impact on their operations. Also of interest in Table 5 was the emergence of a number of negative impact scores. In other words, in some cases the Internet increased organisational costs or reduced switching costs. For example, NRL clubs indicated a negative impact of the Internet in questions 2.4, 2.5, 2.8, 2.12 and 2.13.
Impact of the Web Site on Users
Further questions in this survey indicated that in relation to web sites, customer applications were clearly the focus of the clubs sampled. This was reflected in the consistently positive results shown, particularly in relation to information transmission questions such as questions 3.4 and 3.7 (see Table 5 ). 
Impact of the Web Site on Sales Growth and Profits
Questions 4 and 5 (see Table 6 ) assessed the overall impact of the web site on the organisationʼs sales growth rate and profits. The mean impact across leagues of the web site was higher for sales growth rates than profits, reflecting the costs not taken into account in question 4. The highest mean response among the leagues came from AFL clubs, with an average impact of 5.23 on sales growth rate, while the lowest was an average impact of 4.23 on NRL profits. Significantly, all leagues reported an increased mean impact on profits. In other words, no leagues reported an overall negative financial impact from their web sites. Table 7 displays the results examining the clubsʼ development of online partnerships and alliances, and the use of online vision statements and project teams. The questions were presented in a "Yes/No" format. Only 45.83% of clubs surveyed had an independent Internet vision statement, with 41.67% employing an Internet project team. Although 72.92% of clubs indicated they had developed some type of online partnership or alliance, a contrasting position was presented when considering the specific concept of online partnerships with clubs competing in the same league. Respondents presented a fragmented attitude to the development of league-based or club-run web sites, with only 29.17% favouring an alliance strategy. Table 7 also shows the use of a variety of online community-building techniques by the respondents. The more popular means for online community-building across leagues were feedback provision (used by 81.25% of respondents) and fan forums and chat rooms (79.17%). In the Discussion, these results are discussed and synthesised with the literature, culminating in the clear identification of unrealised Internet competitive advantage potential for clubs within these four leagues.
Online Partnerships and Alliances, Vision Statements and Project Teams
Online Community-Building
Discussion
Features of the Web Site
Questions 1.1 and 1.2 of the survey asked respondents to indicate the extent to which their web site aligned with the organisationʼs broader business strategy and marketing policies and practices. Given that the mean score for business strategy alignment was 5.00 or "Somewhat agree", and marketing alignment was only slightly higher at 5.23 (see Table 4 ), the link between web site strategies and overall organisational objectives could be stronger. A number of the literature themes are worth considering in light of these results.
The link between strategy development and both leadership and managersʼ perceptions of online commerce was identified earlier in this paper (Judson & Kelly, 1999; Khandpur & Wevers, 1998; Tapscott, 1996; Ware et al., 1998) . The literature reveals a strong view that online success would be improved with active involvement by senior management. It might be reasonably assumed that if the same leaders who determine organisation-wide strategies were actively involved in web sites, those web sites would be more closely aligned to overall strategies. Given the soft link presented by these results, this level of senior management involvement in organisational web sites was missing. Question 1.4 reinforced this position with a relatively weak involvement in, and support of, web sites by top management at 5.27 (5.00 = "Somewhat agree"). In other words, in this sample, top management is only "somewhat" involved in and supportive of the web sites. Web site alignment with business and marketing strategies were correspondingly, or perhaps consequently weak.
Another observation that can be made in relation to the results of question 1.4, is the link between leagues with higher executive level support and involvement, and a higher alignment of business and marketing strategies. The NSL (6.00) and the NRL (5.54) both had higher results than the AFL (4.92) and the NBL (4.50), suggesting that on average, clubs in these leagues had top management who were more actively involved in their web site development than in the other two leagues. The leadership theory highlighted earlier would therefore predict that the NSL and the NRL should have a stronger alignment between their web sites and wider organisational business strategies and marketing policies. An analysis of the league results for question 1.1 and 1.2 revealed that this was the case.
As predicted by the literature, these results imply that there is a link between involvement by top management in the web site, and the integration of the web site into higher organisational strategy. This observation highlights the importance of executive level involvement in web site management. It also provides further weight to the concept of a representative Internet project team, as do the results of question 1.3.
The Impact of the Internet on the Organisation
The average mean for 11 of the 13 questions in this series fell most closely to the "No change" response (i.e., 4.50 or less). Given this result it might be concluded that the respondents, on average, felt that the Internet had had little impact on their organisations, at least in terms of the applications described in question 2. This result may in part be explained by differences between professional sporting club Internet applications, and the uses of IT by other industries. Results in this study indicate that a clubʼs impetus for (and users of) their web site are almost exclusively external to the organisation, such as members and supporters. However, assimilation theorists such as Armstrong and Sambamurthy (1999) , DeLone and McLean (1992) , Jarvenpaa and Ives (1991) , Mahmood and Soon (1991) , and Sethi and King, (1994) , suggest that this narrow focus presents significant scope for increased competitive advantage.
Another explanation for the lack of impact the Internet has made on costs for sport organisations is the nature of the competitive advantage dimensions used by the instrument (Sethi & King, 1994) . Six questions were based on a competitive advantage dimension that emphasised competitive "threats". This dimension is based on items such as organisational and customer switching costs and the ability of organisations to evaluate and choose alternative customers. The concept of "threat", therefore, is tempered in the sport industry by its sometimes peculiar economies, which do not emphasise business activities that put other sport clubs "out of business" permanently (Stewart & Smith, 1999) . Question 2.8, for example, examined the costs organisations would incur if they changed to alternate suppliers (e.g., merchandise, apparel, ticketing), and generated a close to "No change" mean score (M = 4.13, SD = 0.98). The nature of the sport product may encourage clubs to view some of the items relating to business competitiveness as being less relevant in the sport industry than in other industries.
Questions 2.9, 2.10 and 2.11 were phrased to measure the impact of the Internet on an "ability", rather than a cost (these results were reversed so that higher scores still represent higher competitive advantage for respondents). These three questions generated the highest mean results across leagues for the question 2 series, a predictable result given their close association with information provision, an inherent strength of the Internet and a focus of respondent goals. Questions 2.12 and 2.13 generated the most negative results for respondents, and were based on the impact of the Internet on costs members and supporters incur in changing or locating alternate teams or sports. Again, it might be reasonable to hypothesise that the peculiar economies of sport mentioned earlier would impact on respondent perceptions of competitive threat. Sports team supporters are not likely to change teams or sports regularly (certainly not in comparison to other products), and in the event that a disgruntled supporter did decide to change teams, it is unlikely that that supporter would source his or her new team via the Internet. Question 2.6 also suggests that the Internet is not complementing traditional management activities and subsequently providing cost benefits. Assessing the impact of the Internet on the cost of general management activities (e.g., planning, finance, accounting, legal, and government affairs), question 2.6 provided a mean result across leagues of 4.25 (SD = 0.86). All mean results for this question were close to the "No change" response, indicating that the Internet was having little effect on organisationsʼ cost of general management. The results of question 2.7, a review of the cost of coordinating the different activities described in question 2.6, supported this contention with a mean score across leagues of 4.38 (SD = 1.16).
One explanation for these results is that the Internetʼs "knowledge management" applications (such as Intranets) are not being fully utilised. Rather, clubs are focused almost exclusively on customer communication and distribution opportunities. Given these results it appeared that the sporting clubs surveyed have either not attempted to, or have been unable to, generate the assimilation advantages discussed in the literature review. This element of competitive advantage is highlighted by a number of authors (Armstrong & Sambamurthy, 1999; El Sawy et al., 1999; Sethi & King, 1994) , who view the assimilation of IT across all aspects of organisational operations, as opposed to static applications with isolated advantages, as the critical component of IT strategy for contemporary organisations.
Impact of the Web Site on Users
Question 3 of the survey examined the impact of the clubsʼ web sites on users, by asking respondents to describe how the web site had increased or decreased the ability of customers (members, supporters or the public) to perform seven tasks. Importantly, in designing the survey questions, Sethi and King (1994) recognise that the use of multiple respondents, including senior business executives and IT users, would have enriched the data. These questions in particular might have benefited from the inclusion of users in the study, given that it relates to how the web sites impact upon them. Sethi and King (1994) and this study, however, concluded that the possibility of consistency and response problems arising from including multiple respondents outweighed the potential benefits, especially as both studies were preliminary.
Given that, in this sample, customers were identified as the primary focus of the organisational web sites, the ability of those customers to perform tasks (i.e., functionality), would presumably be a priority. Although the results for questions assessing functionality were generally quite high, many of the questions still provided plenty of scope for improved competitive advantage. For example, questions 3.2 and 3.5 examined the ability of customers to both physically acquire the product, and upgrade products such as memberships and match tickets. With mean scores across leagues of 2.50 and 2.85 respectively, there is some room for improvement in this element of customer functionality.
According to respondents, the ability of customers to acquire a product appeared to hinge upon the administration of the packaging and postage of mainly either tickets or merchandise. This type of attention to detail should be a formality, particularly given that those customers would generally expect and accept the associated costs for using such a service. Similarly, while there are some additional administrative requirements associated with providing customers with the ability to upgrade products if necessary, they are not prohibitive. The assumption that the demand for an ability to upgrade products would be limited in the sport industry should not impact on the ability to conduct a relatively simple, administratively based task.
In the product acquisition or upgrade elements of web site functionality, there were some important variations among the leagues. In question 3.2, for example, NSL clubs (3.17) expressed a lower response than other leagues in terms of the ability of customers to acquire products. In the area of product upgrades NBL clubs (3.20) were furthest behind in offering this service to customers. These results present specific opportunities for improved competitive advantage in clubs within this league. Mullin (1985) promotes the concept of moving sports customers up the "frequency escalator" of consumption. This process of "up-tiering", although well suited to Internet technologies, does not appear to be occurring via organisational web sites.
Assessing customersʼ ability to order or put in a request for the product (question 3.1) is an aspect of web site functionality that should represent a primary strategic focus for organisations, given that it matches both stated web site goals, and what is presumably an organisation-wide goal -sales. With this in mind the mean score across leagues of 2.17 (SD = 1.10) is positive without being overwhelming. Rating close to a "Moderately increased" score, there is a reasonable argument based on this observation to suggest that the product ordering element of web site functionality should not only be better, it should be a primary concern.
The results from questions 3.4 and 3.7 were more positive. Question 3.4 rated the web siteʼs ability to assist customers and supporters to monitor the teamʼs results and players, with question 3.7 focused on a similar service: the ability to evaluate team performance through results and information. The two questions clearly matched both the primary site goal of offering information, and the respondentsʼ overwhelming primary site users, customers and supporters. The mean scores across leagues for these questions were 1.46 and 1.54 respectively, also being the highest mean scores across leagues in this series. The NSL reported the highest impact in both these questions with the extremely high mean scores of 1.25 for question 3.4, and 1.33 for question 3.7.
Impact of the Web Site on Sales Growth and Profits
The mean response across leagues for the impact on sales growth was 4.77 (SD = 0.88). With 4.00 representing "No impact" and 5.00 representing "Somewhat increased", respondents provided a collectively conservative estimate of impact on sales growth rate. AFL clubs reported a higher mean response to this question at 5.23 than other leagues, with NBL clubs the next highest at 4.70. Given this result, a comparative examination of the AFL clubsʼ online sales components and perhaps marketing procedures is warranted. A cursory review of respondentsʼ web sites, however, indicates a more sophisticated degree of presentation and range of saleable items among AFL web sites, compared to the other leagues.
An examination of the impact of the web sites on profits (i.e., subtracting costs from the sales), revealed an even more subdued mean response across leagues at 4.38 (SD = 0.79). Given the low ranking of generating revenue among site goals, the results of these two questions are not surprising. No leagues, however, reported a mean negative impact on profits.
Overall Competitive Advantage or Success of the Web Site
Clubs reported an overall competitive advantage mean score across leagues of 4.88 (SD = 0.91). Despite the likelihood that the perception of respondents concerning what specifically constituted competitive advantage no doubt varied, the NSL clubs reported the highest mean score with 5.17, and the NBL the lowest with 4.40.
Although this question can be considered a key reference for much of the results, there are some issues regarding its interpretation that need to be acknowledged. Firstly, given the subjective nature of the question, inter-league comparisons are difficult. An examination of competitive advantage by clubs will generally lead them to compare themselves with other members of their own league, as opposed to other sporting leagues. This situation is further exacerbated by the supposition that the power of web sites to create competitive advantage is also a variable dependent on the market (league).
NSL clubs claimed the greatest competitive advantage from their web sites. In the AFL however, web sites may be of a consistently higher quality, but are considered a standard service rather than a source of potential competitive advantage, given the high league gauge. This possibility, however, is linked to the literature theme of management perceptions of online commerce, if for example, AFL managers have reverted to a "fashion statement" mentality to web site strategy. This scenario would be analogous to having a business card or mobile telephone in the wider corporate environment, not a source of competitive advantage, but as a perceptual disadvantage when not presented. If this is indeed the perception held at any club, the likelihood is that the numerous untapped sources of competitive advantage available to sport clubs will remain unexploited. One final explanation for the apparent "cap" on the perceived competitive advantage potential of web sites might be related to clubsʼ web site goals. Other survey questions not reported in the results of this paper indicated that generating revenue constituted only 18% of club web site goals. They also revealed only 53.85% of AFL clubs believed sports sites are currently capable of turning a profit, and that only 61.54% of those same clubs were pursuing profit as a current goal of the site at all. The upshot of these observations is the possibility that because management at some clubs, in all the leagues, do not perceive their web sites as a potential revenue-generating tool, their perception of competitive advantage potential is capped, and opportunities are lost.
Online Partnerships and Alliances, Vision Statements and Project Teams
A number of authors (Hasan & Tibbits, 2000; Hsiao & Ormerod, 1998; Porter, 1985) identify partnering benefits, including bringing together complementary assets, defrayed costs, and risk sharing. Online commentators (Judson & Kelly, 1999; Martin, 1997) supported these views, as well as authors concerned with the peculiar economies of sport (Stewart, 1984; Stewart & Smith, 1999) . With a total of 72.92% of organisations surveyed indicating that they currently have some form of online partnership or alliance outside their league, it appears that the concept of partnering is something with which organisations surveyed are comfortable.
In contrast to the "partnership/alliance" result, when asked if they preferred league-based or club-run sites, 70.83% of respondents indicated they favoured individual, club-run sites, led by the NSL with 83.33% of that leagueʼs clubs preferring to run their sites independently. The NBL, at 60%, was the lowest score, but still represented a clear majority favouring independent web sites. In other words, there is an extremely fragmented approach to web site development and partnering among Australian professional sporting teams. For example, 84.62% of NRL clubs indicated that they had established some form of web-based alliance, however, only 23.08% preferred the concept of an intra-league web site partnership.
The Australian respondentsʼ aversion to intra-league alliances might be compared to strategic alliance developments within the US National Football League (NFL). In March 2000 the NFLʼs 31 owners agreed to pool their resources and split revenues from the NFLʼs web site for the following two years (Wilner, 2000) . This strategy enabled enormous synergies. For example, one hosting fee, one programming team and one design budget are now split between 31 teams, as are all expenses associated with the site. Crucially, it also means that 31 Internet marketing budgets can now be pooled to promote one central location at which each team has an individual site. Given the famously disparate reputation of owners within the league, this partnership, allowing each team to run its own site and keep local advertising with all national revenue shared, was a significant development.
Organisations were asked if they possessed an Internet vision or objectives statement, in order to gauge the current use of this tool among the respondents. According to Bishop (1998) vision statements are the starting points for digital strategy, with the use of official, clear and measurable digital vision statements supported by numerous authors (Hasan & Tibbits, 2000; Rosen, 2000; Standing, 2000) . With only 45.83% of respondents indicating they possessed such a statement, a majority of organisations are obviously operating without this valuable tool. The lack of an official Internet vision statement represents a significant weakness in organisational strategy, and presents a possible explanation for the poor alignment of web sites with overall business and marketing strategies revealed by questions 1.1 and 1.2. This link between vision statements and wider organisational objectives was clearly made by Standing (2000) who stated that "the management information systems (MIS) function of the organization should develop its own strategic plan that supports the corporate plan" (p. 74).
The benefits of an Internet project team were also identified in the literature, with 45% of respondents indicating they had a formal Internet or web site project team. This may be considered an opportunity missed. Although sport clubs often have limited staff, clubs could, to various degrees, institute Internet project teams using existing human resources without increasing specific costs. This is especially true for non-technical elements of Internet strategy.
Online Community-Building
Five community-building options were presented to respondents in order to provide indications of the emphasis organisations are placing on this element of their web sites. They were: fan forums/chat rooms, feedback provision, online memberships, online chat with players, and question and answer. Although fan forums (79.17%) and feedback provision (81.25%) were quite popular web site tools, the other elements of community-building were significantly less popular. Online memberships were available at only 56.25% of clubs, including a low 30% of NBL clubs, which is somewhat surprising considering the nationwide participation rates, and hence potential community size of the sport of basketball.
It should be clarified that an online membership is a value-added service that neither duplicates nor extends traditional membership entitlements. An online membership is simply a service that generally provides members with an access code in order to enter restricted areas of the club site. It is available to both club members and non-members, and generally aims at highly involved supporters keen to receive up to date or "pre media release" information on club issues. One club representative indicated their organisation was currently charging a $20 fee to a membership base "in the thousands", providing a significant revenue source and a key communication tool.
The lack of teams providing online chat with players (47.92%) was also surprising. Professional athletes are an invaluable marketing tool, and the public face of team sports. Given the publicʼs desire to both scrutinise and associate with these athletes, and the corresponding opportunity to enhance online communities, it would appear to be an opportunity clubs are currently not utilising. It is also a safe and non-taxing way for players to interact with supporters.
Limitations of the Study
A number of limitations to the study are acknowledged. These limitations stem from the modified research instrument and the population size, as well as generic limitations associated with quantitative data collection techniques. In addition, it is prudent to note that differences in club structures, culture, financial circumstances and indeed sporting codes, mean that the results are not necessarily generalisable to every club, or indeed to the wider Australian sport industry. Nevertheless, every effort has been made to include league-based comparisons in order to identify any differences.
The limitation associated with a modified instrument is that many of the original questions were designed with different aims than those of this study. While this is a valid observation, in this case it should be noted that the Sethi and King (1994) instrument not only focuses on the provision of organisational competitive advantage from IT applications, but enjoys the additional rigours of being designed as a generic, theoretical measurement tool. According to Sethi and King (1994) , their "primary objective [was] to provide the measures and underpinnings for a program of research on IT impact assessment" (p. 1618). In this respect it was ideally suited to this research.
As noted by Sethi and King (1994) , given the perceptual nature of many of the survey questions, there are also problems associated with using a "key informant" approach to data collection. The limitations attributable to using a single respondent to represent an organisation are acknowledged. The use of multiple respondents, including employees in a range of positions, may enrich the data and eliminate some biases and inaccuracies. Also, further insight into the impact of web sites on users would be gained from questioning users directly.
A further limitation of the study was the number of participants (N = 48). This did, however, represent 87% of the population. The high percentage of the population sampled also greatly reduced generalisability issues, although a larger sample size would remove any reliability or validity issues. This paperʼs reliance on descriptive statistics is also acknowledged. The wider study upon which this paper is based did employ confirmatory and exploratory factor analyses in order to fulfil other objectives, however these analyses were not relevant to the primary objectives outlined here.
Conclusions and Recommendations
The purpose of this paper was to review empirical and conceptual Internet literature in order to provide a benchmark for assessing the practices of the population as set out in the Results. Having done this, several execution gaps were identified in the Discussion. The Conclusion now reviews the studyʼs findings, culminating with seven recommendations designed to assist organisations in narrowing this gap.
In reviewing the results of the features of the web site, two key conclusions are evident. Firstly, the results appear to vindicate many of the views expressed in the literature, including the impact of leadership and management perceptions on web strategy. This observation may also be linked to the literatureʼs espoused benefits of Internet project teams and their ideal makeup. Secondly, the variations in some results both between and within leagues, indicates that there are different perceptions and practices within the industry, providing an opportunity for further analysis of "successful" web sites and their processes, with a view to developing "best practice", or at least, "better practice".
The results suggest that the clubs surveyed are not attempting to obtain competitive advantage through integrating the Internet across their businesses. Internal applications, in particular, are not considered a priority. This may be explained in part by the size of sport organisations compared to other businesses, particularly in terms of employee numbers. As relatively small organisations it is possible that clubs do not perceive value in chasing these competitive advantage opportunities. What is clear is that if the assimilation theories highlighted in the literature review are correct, competitive advantage avenues are not being fully exploited by these sport organisations. By definition therefore, opportunities exist.
The Internetʼs ability to distribute information, and the high involvement of the sporting product, make the transmission of team results both relatively easy, and appealing. The mean scores for questions 3.4 and 3.7 represents a clear perception among respondents that their web sites have increased customersʼ ability to monitor and evaluate their team. In fact, this is one of the few areas in which clubs are fully exploiting the competitive advantage offered by the Internet. This result is strongly linked to both the inherent strengths of the Internet, and, in particular, the focus of organisational web site strategies.
The features of the web sites were strongly influenced by top management support or "leadership", and variations in the league results indicated some opportunity to investigate premium practices. The impact of the Internet in general on the organisations was low. The results from this section of the data revealed that clubs were not achieving, or even attempting to achieve, competitive advantage through the integration or assimilation of Internet opportunities across the spectrum of organisational operations.
Internet project teams were similarly underutilised by the organisations sampled. A progeny of general team-based theory, Internet project teams are clearly espoused by the literature, with the failure of clubs to implement such teams also a reflection of leadership and perception theories in terms of a willingness to commit resources. Only 41.67% of organisations sampled reported the existence of an Internet project team. Given that such a project team could be instituted to various degrees using existing human resources, and thus without increasing specific costs, this underutilisation is further apparent. As such, a gap clearly exists in this research between this element of theory and current practice.
The complex issues surrounding the literature theme of partnerships and alliances in sport provide an example of the unique nature of the product. Whereas traditional businesses would typically celebrate the demise of a direct competitor, the peculiar economies of sport, including the concept of "mutual interdependency", mean that sport organisations require healthy competition to flourish. Sport management parlance such as the need for "uncertainty of outcome" reflect the special needs of sport supplementing the benefits of partnering proposed for traditional organisations.
Unlike the USA where there is growing evidence of a combined approach to Internet activities by league-based sport organisations (Schwartz, 1997; Wilner, 2000) , the Australian sample in this research presented a fragmented approach to the medium. That 70.83% of respondents indicated they preferred a club-based approach to web sites highlights the gap between partnership and alliance theory, purportedly more important in the sport industry, and current practice among the sample.
Due to sportʼs inherent advantages in its application, the development of online communities is an exciting element of online strategy, with significant literature support for its importance. The high involvement nature of the sport product provides sport organisations with a head start in developing these communities, with numerous techniques assessed in this study. Although respondents indicated a reasonable use of some of the prescribed methods (e.g., fan forums 79.17%, feedback provision 81.25%), there is certainly still scope for improvement in areas such as online chat with players (47.92%). This community-building technique allows organisations to leverage the profile of players, and their customersʼ desire to associate with them, and presents a strong potential community-building method.
Based upon these conclusions, seven specific recommendations are provided to assist sport organisations to better realise competitive advantage through the Internet. Firstly, information is critical to the development of both leadership and senior management perceptions of online commerce opportunities. For sport managers to develop the confidence to commit resources to Internet strategies, literature reinforcing both the entire breadth of competitive advantages, and practical recommendations for achieving them, needs to be available.
Secondly, the process of reviewing organisational goals is imperative to the development of leadership and the perception of online commerce by senior management, and is clearly linked to the process of developing an Internet vision statement. All of these literature themes are involved in the development of strategic goals, including, for example, the current lack of profit and assimilation techniques as goals. Regardless of specific outcomes, however, the process of reviewing organisational Internet and web site goals, in tandem with a review of current theory, is crucial to a number of facets of online success.
Thirdly, to fully exploit the competitive advantages of the Internet, organisations should also undertake a comprehensive review of potential Internetrelated IT assimilation practices. Most practically undertaken by a project team, this review should consider the entire organisation, and seek to identify every opportunity to incorporate IT into its operations. For example, "knowledge management", HR practices, general management, and data collection, storage and distribution all possess opportunities to incorporate Internet-based IT applications that assist in developing the competitive advantage dimension of "Synergy".
It is also recommended that sport organisations implement an empowered project team, with multi-level representation. Although listed as recommendation four, if during a strategy review process a sport organisation decides to implement one or more of these recommendations, the development of this type of project team should clearly be undertaken first, and given the responsibility of undertaking further recommendations. For example, it is also recommended that a clearly stated, measurable, and communicated vision statement be implemented, and preferably generated by a representative project team, but essentially involving top management.
Given the fragmented position of Australian league-based professional team sports with regards to partnership and alliance, and the subsequent loss of associated competitive advantage, it is recommended that such leagues undertake an Internet forum to facilitate an improved position. These forums would also provide an opportunity to circulate and consider current Internet-generated literature, and any number of associated competitive advantage considerations. It should be emphasised to potential participants, however, that any forum convened to discuss partnership and alliance opportunities is not analogous to reducing club control of Internet rights or revenues. As has been demonstrated by some leagues in the United States, it is possible for clubs to retain independent control of their web sites, and still generate significant alliance-based CA. Defraying costs, and leveraging brands should be high on the agenda.
The final recommendation provided here is the further development of online community-building. Online communities are the life-blood of organisational web sites, and are well suited to the sport industry and its product. It is recommended that clubs investigate both literature-based community-building techniques, and innovative strategies that leverage the inherent strengths of both sport and the Internet.
Combined, these results suggest a range of opportunities exist for Australian professional sport organisations attempting to stimulate competitive advantage through the Internet and their web sites.
